There are at least two explanations that can be advanced for the current preoccupation with Irishness. Since the turn of the twenty-first century, the Irish demographic landscape has changed beyond recognition. Ten per cent of the Irish population is now foreign-born, and new immigrant communities are making not just the cities but also country towns and villages their home. The integration of these groups into Irish society has moved issues of identity centre stage. In 2004, the question of who is Irish (and more crucially, who is not) lay at the heart of the referendum on citizenship and the subsequent amendment of the Irish Constitution. Second, there is a widespread feeling that economic gains have come at the expense of a 'traditional' Irish value system. This has engendered a kind of existential anxiety among social and cultural commentators. For example, the ombudsman, Emily O'Reilly, received extensive coverage in November 2004 when she pronounced that the materialism of modern Ireland should be recognized for its faults and that we should 'begin tiptoeing back to the Church'. Self-absorption and the pursuit of the material, O'Reilly argued, had hardened Irish hearts. John Boorman has taken up this theme in his recent film, The Tiger's Tail (2006) , proffering an excoriating analysis of the materialism, vacuity and downright greed unleashed by the Celtic Tiger. 5 On the other hand, several essayists suggest that the success of Irishness lies in its capacity to function as a differentiating device, without risking classification as 'the other'. In this sense, the Irish fit Georg Simmel's classic characterization of 'the Stranger' -they occupy the ambiguous position of being outside of society while also being a part of it. 6 The Irish are both the same and different, or as Stephanie Rains suggests, 'the extent to which Irishness now constitutes a relatively comfortable version of whiteness, may well be an important consideration in its popularity among those of mixed white ethnicity'. 7 In a similar vein, Catherine M. Eagan suggests that Irish Americans' renewed interest in ethnic identity is part of an effort to reassert lost innocence and still benefit from the privileges of whiteness. 8 The issue of identity therefore, crystallizes around the issue of whether Irishness, as we understand it today, is fundamentally determined by an oppressed past, or a privileged present. Neither position proves ultimately satisfactory and most of the contributors appear to subscribe to the view that 'Irishness seems to move between a quasi-blackness and a politically-insulated ethnic whiteness'. 9 Here, issues of identity are primarily explored in the context of popular culture. During their sojourns abroad, whether or not they eschewed an ethnic persona, they nevertheless clung to a particular imaginary of the country and the community they had left behind. There is nothing new about this, of course, as all emigrants over the generations have been sustained by drawing on an imagined Ireland, what Seamus Heaney has described as 'a mythologically grounded and emotionally contoured island that belongs in art time, in story time, in the continuous presence of a common, unthinking memory life'. 16 Frequently the decision of returning Irish emigrants to leave the cities of New York and London is bound up with a sense of existential isolation. They feel disconnected from their past, and disconnected from their present. The moral resources necessary to counter isolation are to be found in webs of familial, friendship and communal affiliations, which returners believe to be more readily accessible in Ireland than in the United States. 17 According to Natasha Casey, the primary associations that Irish-American consumers have with Ireland, remain highly romanticized and sentimentalized. 18 Her contribution speaks to the currency of Irishness among discerning (and not so discerning) consumers. She demonstrates how new markets can be constituted through repackaging ethnic products and symbols. In turn, these are appropriated by consumers who seek ethnic authenticity. George Ritzer, in his classic study of the new means of consumption, has pointed out the myriad ways in which the means of consumption have diversified in recent years and how globally recognizable brand identities have assumed such importance in people's everyday lives. 19 The 
